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Khader: Terminally Ill Documents

Palestinian Sustenance: The Olive
In a small village, about 20 kilometers north of Jerusalem, a man plants the seeds
to an olive orchard. This olive orchard will sustain him, his family, and generations
to come. What he did not, and could not know, is that over half of his orchard would
be taken from his family. The olive trees would be torn from the root, his
descendants’ sustenance taken with the trees. This man was my great great
grandfather. While my family has lived in Palestine for generations upon
generations, my great great grandfather planted our roots in Zaita, a small farming
village named after the Arabic word for olive, or zaytun. In Zaita, many folks earn
their living from the farming and selling of olives. They also process fresh olive
oil, and many products derived from olive oil. The most prominent olive oil product
distributed by Palestinian farmers is olive oil soap.

My family’s olive orchard. Zaita, Palestine. Photograph by Deama Khader

Every year, from October to November, Palestinian olive farmers will
harvest their olives. My uncle, who has inherited the farm from his father, now
farms and processes our olives into pickled olives, olive oil, and olive oil soap. His

Published by IdeaExchange@UAkron, 2022

1

Proceedings from the Document Academy, Vol. 9 [2022], Iss. 2, Art. 12

sons help him in this process by picking the olives, slicing the lemons and peppers
that are pickled with the olives, and stirring the olive oil and soap solutions. During
my last visit to Palestine, I helped with the production of the olive oil soap. Every
year, my uncle will ship pickled olives and olive oil to each of his six siblings across
the diaspora. Receiving our olives and oil from Zaita is a time of year we all look
forward to. Harvesting, producing, and enjoying the olives is an integral part of our
family’s dynamic and a cultural celebration. However, the olive harvest is so much
more than a familial and cultural celebration. It provides vital income for many
Palestinian farmers. It is their sustenance.

(L) My uncle in our olive orchard. (R) A Facebook messenger exchange between me and my uncle,
bonding over the olives sent to my family. Photograph and screen capture by Deama Khader.

Farmers from all over Palestine, not just Zaita, live off the olive industry.
In Palestine, roughly 80,000 to 100,000 families rely on the income made from
harvesting and selling their olives and olive oil products (Haddad & Al Tahhan,
2021). However, Palestinian farmers are at risk of losing their olive orchards, their
main source of income ripped from them in intentional acts of environmental
terrorism. Between the years 1967 and 2015, an estimated 800,000 olive trees were
uprooted by Israeli settlers (Frykberg, 2015). This study was conducted 7 years ago,
and there have been continued accounts of olive tree destruction, so this figure is
likely much smaller than the true amount of destructed olive trees. Spadaro (2020)
offers an explanation of environmental terrorism. She posits:
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While there are still many arguments around defining terrorism,
a general view is that terrorism requires a ‘deliberate use or
threat to use violence against civilians in order to attain political,
ideological, or religious aims.’ In line with this take, it was
outlined that the objectives of terrorism are directed to coerce a
political course of action, whereas its means always include “the
use or threat of use of violence… that is directed at a symbolic
target.” What differentiates terrorism from other forms of
violence, is the fear of that symbolic violence against the larger
population. Thereafter, environmental terrorism takes place
when the symbolic violence disrupts the environment.
The violence waged on olive trees is akin to the violence waged on buffalo
populations in early colonial America. Estes (2019) notes that between 1870 and
1880, the buffalo population was essentially exterminated by American colonists.
This act of environmental terrorism simultaneously threatened Indigenous life and
culture. Similarly, the olive holds a very heavy symbolic weight for Palestinians.
Not only is it their source of livelihood, but it is also an integral cultural symbol.
Israeli settlers recognize this and target olive orchards in intentional acts of
environmental terrorism. Countless olive trees have been cut and burned down,
with little to no repercussions for the perpetrators. This will be expanded upon in
the memoricide section of this paper.
Palestinian Resistance: The Wall
Another threat that Palestinian farmers face is the barrier wall. In 2002, Israel began
construction of a 708-kilometer-long barrier wall which would permanently disrupt
the lives of Palestinians (UN OCHA, 2011). Countless Palestinian homes and
farmlands, including my family’s olive orchard, would be bulldozed to make way
for the new barrier wall. My family lost two-thirds of our olive orchard with the
construction of the wall. That is two-thirds of their previous income lost. New
settlements were promptly erected after the wall was built, and new regulations
followed. These regulations namely prohibit any residential constructions. My
family no longer has autonomy over their land, due to the proximity of the farm to
the new Israeli settlements. This is another way of stifling and controlling
Palestinian land use.
In addition to the physical implications of the wall, there are also
psychological implications. Palestinians are trapped. They are unable to commute
freely to their work or families and are riddled with dangerous checkpoints that
turned a previously 20-minute commute into something of 2 hours. Many
Palestinians refer to life within the confines of the wall as living in an open-air
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prison (Personal Communication, 2020). The barrier wall has become an
overbearing symbol of the oppressor, and yet, Palestinian artists have turned the
wall into a symbol of resistance.
Street Art Symbolism: Barrier Wall as Canvas
Street art has become a prominent form of expression for Palestinians. The First
Intifada, in 1987, gave rise to the popularity of street art. Many Palestinians began
spraying their messages on any surface they could access, and the Israeli
government was quick to attempt to combat it. Fines were given to any home or
business owner with graffiti on their walls, but this did little to quell the spread of
street art’s popularity. “For Palestinians, graffiti were an intervention in a
relationship of power. As cultural artifacts, graffiti were a critical component of a
complex and diffuse attempt to overthrow hierarchy; they were Palestinian voices,
archival and interventionist” (Peteet, 1996). No fine or punishment could silence
these voices. After the barrier wall was built, it did not take long for Palestinians to
begin using the surface of the wall as a public canvas. They began painting locally
recognizable symbols on the wall as a form of resistance against the wall. This next
section will discuss a few of the main symbols found within Palestinian street art.
The Olive
One of the most prominent symbols found in Palestinian street art is the olive tree.
The olive tree is a complex symbol to analyze because of its duality. Locally, the
olive has significance in its culturally celebratory aspects, as well as its significance
in sustenance. As aforementioned,
the olive holds a heavy
significance for Palestinians as it
represents their livelihood and
culture. Globally, the olive holds
significance for its symbolism of
peace. Thus, images of olives in
Palestinian street art hold dual
symbolism.
An example of this dual
symbolism is this image of a dove,
painted by the prolific and wellrenowned street artist Banksy. The
Banksy's 'Armoured Dove of Peace' on the side
dove, another global symbol for
of a Palestinian house near barrier wall.
peace, is wearing a bulletproof vest
Photograph by Sarah Maisey
and holding an olive branch in its
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beak. There is a target mark directly above the dove’s chest. To an outsider of
Palestinian culture, they will likely interpret this piece to mean that the dove and
peace are in imminent danger. To Palestinians, they will likely interpret this piece
to mean that the dove, peace, and sustenance are in imminent danger.
Other artworks that feature iterations of the olive (olives, olive trees, or
olive branches) do so in a way that highlights Palestinian culture and resistance.

eL Seed's ‘My Name is Palestine’. Photograph by eL Seed

In his piece titled “My Name is Palestine,” eL Seed directly draws the
connection between olive trees and Palestinian identity. EL Seed also infuses the
modern art form of street art with traditional Islamic and Arabic art practices of
mosaics and calligraphy. The mosaic stylization is a nod to early practices of
Islamic art. While Western artists were embracing realism and figural
representations through art, the Islamic dynasties were embracing non-figural
representations. Due to religious restrictions, representations of figures or human
forms were not common practice for early Islamic artists, thus, the development of
mosaics, geometric art, and calligraphy. EL Seed incorporates a modern form of
calligraphy in his piece known as hurufiyya, or ‘letters.’ This piece, in many
aspects, makes recollections to Arab and Palestinian identity. In this piece, the olive
tree signifies traditional society, from before the creation of the state Israel, as well
as a tie to Palestinian land (elSeed, 2010). Akin to the Mexican American practice
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of goodlife writing, which “embraces the values of simplicity, sustenance, dignity,
and respect” while focusing on the ties to their land, Palestinian street art embraces
these same values while highlighting the connection to the land through the use of
olive symbolism (Ybarra, 2016). Additionally, “Mexican American [goodlife]
writers show how the experience of dispossession helps them understand the
destructiveness of racial hierarchy and, important for alliance with the natural
environment, the damage caused by objectifying land” (Ybarra, 2016). There is a
strong connection between Mexican American goodlife writers and Palestinian
street artists on this foundation alone. With every new Israeli settlement,
Palestinians are forced to reckon with dispossession. Palestinians understand all too
well the destructiveness of racial hierarchy as they live in an apartheid state. Their
sustenance is derived from their relationship with their natural environment. These
elements of dispossession, racial hierarchies, alliances with the natural
environment, and objectification of land can all be viewed symbolically throughout
Palestinian street art.
The Key of Return
One way that Palestinian street artists symbolize their experience of dispossession
is with the key of return. In 1948, Palestinians experienced what is largely known
today as al-Nakba, or the Catastrophe. Al-Nakba was the mass exodus of
approximately 750,000 Palestinians from their homeland (Moushabeck, 2019). In
a gesture of resilience, of hope maybe, Palestinian refugees took with them the keys
to their homes before leaving their homes and their homeland forever. The refugees
carried their keys with them throughout the diaspora as a physical symbol of their
ownership and rights to land in Palestine, and that just maybe, someday, they could
return home. These old skeleton keys are now referred to as ‘keys of return.’
Moushabeck recounts:
Before my father died, he handed me the key to our house in
Jerusalem. My memory of that day is as vivid and bright as a
silver coin in the sun. I will always remember it. He looked at
me with his kind eyes and said: ‘This is the key to our house in
Qatamon; the house belonged to my father and now it belongs
to you, your children, and grandchildren.’ Of course, my father
was not naïve. He knew all too well that our house in Palestine
is gone—forever. But he wanted to make sure that I tell my
children, so that they will tell their children, about our Jerusalem
home.
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A cherub with keffiyeh holds a key of return. Arabic script translates to “I come
from there and I have memories.” Photograph by Kyle Craig

So many Palestinians have experienced dispossession of their homes and
land, and the key of return encapsulates the resilient sentiment that so many
refugees have. This symbol can be seen repeated on the barrier wall, oftentimes
coupled with other symbols of resilience and resistance.
The Dome of the Rock
The Dome of the Rock is another prevailing symbol throughout Palestinian street
art. What was originally a religious symbol has turned into a political symbol of
resistance since the creation of the State of Israel in 1948. The Dome of the Rock
is a holy site which, for Palestinians, encompasses their capital city of Jerusalem.
In 1949, Jerusalem was declared the capital of Israel and the city has been a point
of political tensions ever since.
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Dome of the Rock, seen behind a ‘broken wall.’ Photograph by Michele Benericetti

In this piece by an unknown artist, we see a clear blue sky and the iconic
golden-domed Dome of the Rock structure. The artist has created the illusion of a
break in the wall where one can peer past the barrier wall and see the ancient Dome
of the Rock, unobstructed by the newly erected wall. The space and location of
street art plays a vital role in the meaning and contextualization of each piece. The
piece is pointedly placed right next to a watchtower on the wall, which is where
Israeli snipers stand guard over Palestinian residents. This placement alone is
symbolic, and additionally, is very risky for the artist.
Handala
Handala is a character created by political cartoonist Naji Al-Ali in response to the
Six-Day War, which occurred in 1967 (Faber, 2009). My father experienced this
war firsthand. He and his family were forced to leave their home and walk for days
to a neighboring city. This traumatic experience is my father’s earliest childhood
memory. Thankfully, after the war was over, my father and his family were allowed
to return to their home, but this was not the case for over 1 million Palestinians
following the Six-Day War (Bowker, 2003). After the violence ended, Israel
claimed new land, and redrew the borders of Palestine and Israel, leaving over 1
million Palestinians displaced, homeless, and wartime refugees. Handala became a
symbol of all displaced peoples and resistance. The small, unassuming child figure
is depicted with his back to the audience, dressed in tattered clothing, waiting
patiently to return home. This image of a refugee child was picked up by many
Palestinian artists and gained popularity in the 1970s. It is still seen in Palestinian
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art today, with renditions of Handala seen painted across the barrier wall. When he
is painted on the barrier wall, he is peering past the wall, his back to the audience,
waiting to go home.

Handala, peering. Photograph by Mujaddara

In this image, the unknown artist uses the same technique seen with the
Dome of the Rock. They have created the illusion of a broken wall and a bright blue
sky which Handala is about to step into.

Lady Liberty holding Handala, lifeless. Photograph by Mujaddara
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In this rendition, Lady Liberty is depicted crying, holding a lifeless Handala
in her arms. The interpretation of this image, like all of street art, is up to the viewer.
One could make a connection to Lady Liberty as the American people grieving the
state of Palestine, or one could make the claim that liberty itself is in grief over the
state of Palestine. To Palestinians, Handala is a recognizable symbol of their
trauma, but also a symbol of hope for return, much like the key.
Portraits of Icons
Portraiture of cultural and political icons can be seen throughout Palestinian street
art. The most prominently depicted figure is Yasser Arafat, chairman of the
Palestinian Liberation Organization and later President of the Palestinian National
Authority. It’s nearly impossible to go to Palestine and not see a portrait of Yasser
Arafat. Arafat was the people’s man and was likely assassinated in November 2004.
His manner of death is still unconfirmed to this day, but exhumation reports found
up to 20 times the expected amount of polonium in his remains, highly indicative
of a poisoning (Froidevaux et al., 2016). Many Palestinians hold staunch to the
belief that Arafat was assassinated by poisoning, but no court has confirmed this
stance. Nevertheless, Arafat remains a strong symbol to all Palestinians, a martyr
of the cause.

(L) Anonymous Italian artist works on Tamimi portrait. Photograph by Musa Al Shaer (R) Taqi
Spateen’s George Floyd on barrier wall. Photograph by Emmanuel Dunand

Another cultural icon is Ahed Tamimi, a teen girl whose cousin was
murdered by the Israeli army in 2017. The following day, the soldiers returned to
her house and, in her anger, she began beating at their chests. She was subsequently
arrested for her crime, and Palestinians were infuriated. Two Italian artists began
painting a portrait mural of Tamimi but were detained before completion. Another
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icon who can be seen in Palestinian art is George Floyd, whose wrongful death by
law enforcement in Minneapolis, Minnesota in 2020 shook the entire world.
Palestinians, no stranger to police violence and racial injustice, began painting
murals of Floyd in solidarity with Black Americans. Palestinian activists reached
out to the Black Lives Matter movement, offering protest tips and solidarity with
the cause. In his mural, Palestinian street artist Taqi Spateen pairs a mural of George
Floyd with the quote “I can’t breathe I want justice Not O2.” The art of George
Floyd is a symbol of solidarity and resistance across borders.
The Keffiyeh
A pattern that is both locally and universally recognizable is the keffiyeh. The
keffiyeh is a black and white checkered scarf, traditionally worn by Palestinian
men. Again, like the Dome of the Rock, this keffiyeh was once only a cultural
symbol but has turned political since the creation of the State of Israel. It regained
popularity and took its politically-symbolic meaning when it was worn daily by
Palestinian politician Yasser Arafat. When Arafat would wear the keffiyeh to
political gatherings, such as the Oslo Peace Accords, it instilled a sense of cultural
pride for every Palestinian watching. The scarf grew in popularity during Arafat’s
leadership and Palestinians began to use the scarf as an artistic symbol that
encompasses Palestinian culture, pride, and resistance. The keffiyeh is represented
in art by the scarf itself draped around figures, or by the pattern alone. In his mural
in Bethlehem, street artist Cake$ has depicted Jesus in his crown of thorns wearing
a keffiyeh that covers his face. Again, the interpretation of the image is dependent
to each viewer, but one statement that could be drawn from this is that Jesus, as a
Palestinian man, would be sharing the plight of the Palestinian people today. The
geographic location of the piece also gives the viewer some more context.
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(L) Cake$ Jesus, wearing a keffiyeh and crown of thorns. Photography by Cake$ (R) Keffiyeh
pattern on wall. Photograph by Omar Tesdell

The image to the left was painted in Jesus’ birthplace, Bethlehem, adding
to the gravity of the piece. In addition to placing the keffiyeh on figures, Palestinian
artists incorporate the pattern into their murals. In this mural, we see the eyes of a
woman peering out from the keffiyeh, which extends to either side of the wall. Also
in this mural is the common phrase “to exist is to resist.” This notion of existence
as resistance stems from the erasure of the Palestinian experience. This erasure is
aided by memoricide, a practice employed by Zionist initiatives to wipe the
existence of a Palestinian state and culture from collective memory.
Memoricide
Memoricide, in the case of Palestine, can be defined as “the lost spaces of Palestine,
subject to forcible population transfer and purposeful erasure, as material traces of
Palestinian presence are removed or converted in a process” (Webster, 2021). This
act is done through many avenues, including destroying Palestinian currency,
uprooting Palestinian olive trees, adopting Palestinian dishes such as hummus and
falafel and labeling them as Israeli dishes, planting pine trees where Palestinian
homes and olive orchards were once rooted, and so on. The acts of memoricide are
small, mundane, unnoticeable to those who are not paying attention. It relies on the
notion that it is natural for humans to forget, rather than noticing the intentional
erasure of culture. “To understand a built landscape…it is usually necessary to
understand written and verbal representations of it, not as ‘illustrations,’ images
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standing outside it, but as constituent images of its meaning or meanings”
(Cosgrove & Daniels, 1988). Thus, the iconography and imagery are just as much
‘Palestine’ as the land is itself. Symbols seen throughout Palestinian street art truly
embody Palestine: the life, the culture, the people, the history. To wipe these away
is just as harmful as taking away more land.
Palestinian iconography, such as the key of return and the olive tree directly
combat memoricide (Webster, 2021). By intentionally bulldozing through cultural
olive orchards, Israel is intentionally erasing Palestinian identities. The key of
return is also a vital symbol to combat memoricide. In early Zionist days, the phrase
“a land without people for a people without land” was used repeatedly to advertise
Jewish immigrants and refugees to populate the new state of Israel. The phrase was
plastered on posters and advertised in news publications, affirming that Palestine
did not exist. The keys of return directly combat this notion as they are physical
evidence that Palestinians had ownership to the physical land now lost to them. To
combat memoricide, Palestinian artists use the same symbols, over and over and
over again to reinforce that Palestinians exist. We have existed. And that alone is
resistance.
Ephemeral Art in Times of War
With the constant and ever-present threat of memoricide, Palestinian artists depend
upon documentation and permanency of their artwork. Without it, their work, their
culture, is lost forever. However, when looking at street art, we are looking at an
intrinsically ephemeral form of art. Murals painted on the sides of buildings or
barrier walls are not created with the intention of permanence. The artists are aware
that their pieces are subject to myriad obfuscations. These obfuscations can include
other artists painting over their work, rain and storms weathering them down, bullet
holes being shot through them, the government requiring business owners to paint
over them, and so on. The future of these exposed artworks is neither promised nor
expected. The beauty of ephemeral art is that it exists in one particular space, one
particular time, and in one particular context.
The permanence of these pieces, again, is neither promised nor expected.
This naturally calls us to question the ephemerality of any art in any war zone. In
fact, it could be argued that any art produced and housed in Palestine, not just street
art, would be considered ephemeral art. The stability and safety of art pieces in
Palestine is uncertain for at any moment the pieces could be shot at, bombed,
obliterated. The Palestinian Museum has recognized this threat of ephemerality by
starting the Palestinian Museum Digital Archive initiative. The Palestinian
Museum recognizes that their museum space could be bombed at any minute,
completely erasing the culture within their walls. In an interview she gave with
ArtForum, Palestinian Museum director Adila Laïdi-Hanieh recalls an instance in
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2002 when the Israeli army ransacked and looted the Khalil Sakakini Cultural
Center in Ramallah, a direct act of memoriced. “We are Palestinian,” she states. “It
is… a given that this physical risk exists wherever one is working and at a moment’s
notice” (Toukan, 2021). Laïdi-Hanieh then asserts that the museum does “not have
to keep physical archives. Rather, we borrow endangered collections, conserve and
digitize them, upload them to an open-access platform, and then return them to their
owners. One solution [to disappearance] is digitization. But another is narration.
You do not need to narrate the history of Palestine only through exhibitions, and
that is where our research and digital programs come in” (Toukan, 2021). Similarly,
digitizing and contextualizing street artwork can combat memoricide moving
forward.
Conclusion
Time, war, and memoricide are working against the perseverance of Palestinian
culture. Palestinian artists, however, are working harder. Their use of symbolic
imagery plastered across Palestine and along the border wall is a testament to the
perseverance of Palestinian peoples and culture. The olive, the key of return, the
Dome of the Rock, Handala, the keffiyeh, and portraiture paint an image that cannot
be washed away with rain, wrecked by war, or forgotten with memoricide. They
are Palestine.
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